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Engineering Mankind:
The Sociopolitical Impact of Eugenics in America
Megan Lee

“It is better for all the world, if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for
crime, or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent those who are manifestly
unfit from continuing their kind…Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”1 This statement
was made by U.S. Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. while presenting the court’s
majority opinion on the sterilization of a seventeen-year old girl in 1927.
The concept of forced sterilization emerged during the American Eugenics Movement of
the early 20th century. In 1909, California became one of the first states to introduce eugenic
laws which legalized the forced sterilization of those deemed “feeble-minded.” The victims were
mentally ill patients in psychiatric state hospitals, individuals who suffered from epilepsy and
autism, and prisoners with criminal convictions, all of whom were forcibly castrated. For seventy
years, California performed approximately 20,000 sterilizations from 1909-1979, the highest
number of procedures executed by any state. Although this practice seems like a relic of an
intolerant past, it hasn’t quite fallen out of fashion: from 2006 to 2010, 150 women were
sterilized by tubal ligation in California’s prisons without their consent or the approval of the
state. Forced sterilization, as California intended it, prevented individuals deemed undesirable by
society from reproducing, thereby preventing them from affecting the future populace.
Particularly during the 1920s, eugenicists aimed to control the bodies of the American population
by exploiting their fears of societal degradation to place value on those they deemed superior and
deny those they deemed inferior the chance to reproduce. Through public programs that
advocated for eugenical measures and the introduction of sterilization laws, an extensive
eugenical framework was institutionalized within American society. It is evident that eugenics
had a significant sociopolitical impact on the United States.
The American eugenics movement aimed to improve the genetic quality of humankind by
eradicating traits considered undesirable. Notion of both positive and negative eugenics were
promulgated amongst American scientists, doctors, legislators and the rest of the population, but
both branches proved to be detrimental to the American sociopolitical framework. The primary
goal of “positive” eugenics was to encourage individuals who possessed favorable traits, such as
superior intelligence and physique, to reproduce, while “negative” eugenics focused on
eradicating characteristics that were deemed undesirable, such as mental illness and physical
deformities, through procedures such as forced sterilization. Although eugenicists were primarily
focused on the propagation of the fit and the elimination of the unfit, many were also concerned
with miscegenation, the mixing of races through interracial relationships. Eugenicists regarded
miscegenation as a threat to the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon white “master race,” and established
strict anti-miscegenation laws such as Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act of 1924, which prohibited
interracial marriage. In that same year, President Calvin Coolidge stated that “America must be
1
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kept American,” and signed into law The Immigration Act, which aimed to prevent the
immigration of foreigners who eugenicists considered “dysgenic,” or biologically defective.
The appeal of eugenics soon became apparent to more countries, and the influence of the
American eugenics movement began to spread. In mid-1930s Nazi Germany, notions such as
Aryan superiority, antisemitism, and a desire to eradicate hereditary diseases proliferated. This
led to a close relationship between American and German eugenicists, with their correspondence
including letters of praise, advice, and the exchange of research and information. Many of
Germany’s sterilization laws were strongly influenced by earlier American versions, a fact that
many American eugenicists took pride in. Eugenics in Nazi Germany eventually progressed to
genocide, and after the horrors of the Holocaust became apparent, American eugenicists
attempted to distance themselves from their previous connections to Nazi eugenic programs.
Additionally, eugenic ideas were consistently scientifically refuted, further damaging its
scientific legitimacy.

The Origins of Eugenics
During the mid-nineteenth century, Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection, the
process in which genetically superior organisms adapted to survive, was applied to social theory,
creating the ideology of Social Darwinism. This belief in the “survival of the fittest” was used to
justify racism and economic inequality, various ethnic minorities were most heavily concentrated
in low socioeconomic groups, and for this reason their biology was used to explain their inherent
predisposition to a lower quality of life. The propagators of Social Darwinism argued that
societal issues such as criminality, poverty and morality were inherited traits of “lesser” races,
and that the genetically strong should prosper and the genetically weak should be left to die out.
Essentially, this offered a pseudoscientific explanation claiming that the evolution of civilization
would only be possible by actively enabling the extinction of the “inferior.” Unsurprisingly, the
beliefs of Social Darwinism laid the foundation from which eugenics emerged. The term
“eugenics” was derived from the Greek word “eu”, meaning well, and “genos”, meaning
offspring, and when put together, “eugenes” translates to “well-born.”
However, the ideology of eugenics was not constructed solely based on the work of
Darwin. In 1866, Gregor Mendel, considered the father of modern genetics, introduced his
theories on heredity and inheritance in his paper “Versuche über Pflanzenhybriden”
(“Experiments on Plant Hybridization”). The paper details his experiments with breeding pea
plants, which led to the discovery of inheritance through certain dominant or recessive traits such
as height, shape and color. Each contained hereditary information which could be transferred
through generations - genes. Through an intensive and detailed process of analyzing the
offspring of hybrid pea plants, Mendel discovered that “the constant characters which appear in
the several varieties of a group of plants may be obtained in all the associations which are
possible according to the laws of combination, by means of repeated artificial fertilization.”2
Mendel’s findings were only later recognized in the late nineteenth century, which was then
implemented to explain human genetics. Charles and Gertrude Davenport, both of whom would
2
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become notable eugenicists, referenced Mendelism in their 1907 article “Heredity of Eye-Color
in Man” in pursuit of the question, “Is human eye-color inherited in Mendelian fashion?”3 By
analyzing his experiments with pea plant colors, they noticed similarities when comparing the
hereditary processes of eye color in humans, thus laying the foundation for the eugenics
movement’s use of Mendel’s philosophy.
Francis Galton, an English polymath (and Charles Darwin’s half-cousin), was considered
a pioneer of eugenics. In 1865 and 1869, he published several significant works which served as
highly influential sources for future eugenicists, such as “Hereditary Character and Talent” and
“Hereditary Genius” in which he examined the genealogies of 330 prominent men of science and
literature, analyzed their consanguinity and concluded that traits such as intelligence and talent
were hereditary. It was Galton’s first publication of his theories on the relationship between
genius and heredity. He also pointed to Germany as an example, noting that “it is very much the
custom for professors to marry the daughters of other professors, and I have some reason to
believe, but am anxious for further information before I can feel sure of it, that the enormous
intellectual digestion of German literary men, which far exceeds that of the corresponding class
of our own country-men, may, in some considerable degree, be traceable to this practice.”4
Galton continued to envision a similar ideal for his own country, suggesting, “what an
extraordinary effect might be produced on our race, if its object was to unite in marriage those
who possessed the finest and most suitable natures, mental, moral and physical!”5
Hereditary Genius is considered as one of the first publications to introduce the notion of
“eugenics” as a term that aimed to improve human genetic quality through scientific study and
methods. Echoing similar notions from his 1865 article, Galton argued that genius was inherited
by tracing notable intellectuals to their ancestors, claiming that human intelligence could be
passed down through genetics by including examples of poets, musicians, painters, and men of
science and their genetic ancestry as cause for their talents. He argued that the maintenance of
such superior qualities is vital as “our race is over-weighted and appears likely to be drudged into
degeneracy by demands that exceed its powers.”6 These theories could be considered the
foundation on which “positive” eugenic principles were built. However, there were many others
who advocated for more severe methods of eradicating traits considered “undesirable” – methods
eventually deemed as “negative” eugenics.
Another notable early advocate for eugenics was Victoria Woodhull, a famous American
suffragist who was the first woman to run for President in 1872. She travelled across the U.S.
giving speeches about establishing a “perfected humanity” and echoed her principles in her
publication Stirpiculture; or, The Scientific Propagation of the Human Race. She stated “we see
people cursed to-day with hereditary diseases, hereditary brutish passions, and with hereditary
criminal instincts. What can we expect from the man born with alcoholized brain cells but a

3
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drunkard?”7 The combination of encouraging individuals considered “superior” in intelligence,
physical traits and characteristics to breed freely and discouraging “inferior” groups to breed
prompted many to seek practical measures, which was a significant factor in the birth of the
eugenics movement.

The Eugenics Record Office
In 1910, Charles Davenport, a prominent American geneticist and eugenicist, founded the
Eugenics Record Office (ERO) at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory in New York. Its
establishment was supported by highly influential American organizations such as the
Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie Institution of Washington. The ERO strove to
accomplish three main aims: to collect information on genetic data to better understand human
heredity, to provide training for aspiring eugenicists through field work, and to educate the
American public on the benefits of eugenic policies. Harry H. Laughlin, another notable
eugenicist, was made superintendent of the ERO. The ERO distributed their own journal,
Eugenical News, as well as several bulletins in which they published their findings on the
heritability of certain traits, stating: “this office aims to fill the need of a clearing house for data
concerning ‘blood lines’ and family traits in America. It is accumulating and studying records of
mental and physical characteristics of human families to the end that the people may be better
advised as to fit and unfit matings.”8 From 1910 to 1939, the ERO actively pursued its goals by
compiling thousands of records of family pedigrees and human traits through field work and
questionnaires. Their extensive research and detailed analysis can be seen through distributed
bulletins and memoirs published at their Cold Spring Harbor office.
Eugenics also began to take hold at The Vineland Training School in New Jersey, an
institution for the “feeble-minded” where questions arose about the ancestries of the applicants.
Through the extensive questioning of three field workers, information was gathered from
families about the relatives of children that had attended the school. Goddard, a eugenicist
studying the heredity of feeble-mindedness, acknowledged that “many of these parents are
ignorant, often feeble-minded, and cannot tell all that we should like to know. Nevertheless, by
adroit questioning and cross-reference, we have been able to get what we believe to be very
accurate data in a very large percentage of our cases.” In 1911, this research was compiled and
published in the first bulletin of the Eugenics Record Office, Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness.
This bulletin included charts and analysis of many families and the passing down of traits such as
alcoholism, criminality, epilepsy, blindness, deafness, insanity, syphilis, and feeble-mindedness.
The charts included a detailed tracing of the relationships between those deemed “feebleminded,” “criminals,” “alcoholics,” with those they deemed “normal.” In Figure I9, in which the
squares represent male and circles female, with the “A” symbolizing alcoholic, it is concluded
that “Chart III is instructive, in that it seems to show the effect of a combination of alcoholism
7
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and mental defect in the father, when the mother’s family is good – herself and sisters being
normal. The result of this woman’s marriage with a feeble-minded alcoholic man is five feebleminded children, five that died in infancy, two others that died before their mental condition
could be determined, and one normal child. Apparently, a clear case of transmission through the
father.”10 From this first bulletin, it is clear that the Eugenics Record Office strove to better
understand the intricate processes of human heredity, specifically the trait of “feeblemindedness” in an attempt to eradicate it from society. A detailed study of the Kallikak family
was consistently emphasized as an example of the heredity of feeble-mindedness - through the
illegitimate son of a feeble-minded mother, the Kallikaks produced five generations including
480 offspring, of which only 46 were considered normal. The Kallikaks became one of the most
famous subjects of social science research at the time as a result of the study, with their surname
becoming synonymous with “degenerates.”
The ERO’s second bulletin detailed the methodology of the study of human heredity,
including specific instructions and tasks of a field worker, who was responsible for going
directly to homes and interviewing people for detailed information, how to read and draw
pedigree charts through the use of symbols, and the methods of analysis by following Mendelian
rules of heredity. These workers were instructed to remain cordial and friendly, as in order to
“secure satisfactory results, sympathetic and confidential relations must always be maintained. It
is better to leave some details to another visit than to have relations at all strained. The field
worker’s constant endeavor must be to establish a feeling between the family and Institution that
will assure her of a welcome at any time with kindly cooperation.” 11 Such scientific methods
highlight the prevalent pre-existing social norms in which the eugenics movement situated itself.
Detailed instructions were also provided for how to draw the intricate symbol systems of the
pedigree charts, shown in Figure II12.
The importance of Mendelian rules was emphasized to the field worker with statements
such as “the Mendelian rules will be found useful in directing the field worker in her inquiries.
First, it is important to disabuse the mind of the popular error that traits are inherited from
ancestors. Strictly, traits are not inherited at all; what is inherited is a condition of the
reproductive or germ cells which determines the development of the trait – the trait depends on
the presence or absence of a determiner in the germ cells.” After the basis of Mendelian theory
was established clearly in the field worker’s mind, “the field worker must understand that
research, seeking to unravel the laws of inheritance, must work out the gametic nature of each
individual studied, hence the necessity of extending the pedigree to all ancestors with collaterals,
descendants and consorts of all individuals the make-up of whose germ plasm it is desired to
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understand.”13 This bulletin reveals the high standards held by the Eugenics Record Office for its
research on human heredity.
Charles Davenport’s The Trait Book, the sixth bulletin of the Eugenics Record Office,
presented readers with a compilation of all supposedly heritable traits, such as physical beauty,
fecundity, vitality, occupations, skin pigmentation, muscular and skeletal systems, mental traits
and social traits. Attempting to establish a standard methodology, Davenport stated that, “in the
study of human heredity it is necessary, first of all, to study one trait at a time. It is only at an
advanced stage of the study that we investigate the association of traits, that is, their linkage. The
first step in the resolution of human traits, is a primary rough analysis into fairly simple traits and
the second, the study of the hereditary behavior of these traits when the parents differ in respect
to them. It is the purpose of this book to afford a list based on such a rough analysis.”14
Davenport aimed to make accessible the extensive vocabulary of genetic and eugenical terms in
order to popularize the notion of eugenics.
These bulletins reveal that the Eugenics Record Office strove to better understand the
intricate processes of human heredity through comprehensive genetic data collection and detailed
analysis of pedigree charts. This was done in the pursuit of eradicating traits considered
undesirable and the propagation of individuals with desirable traits for the betterment of society.
In doing so, they swayed the sociopolitical framework towards supporting eugenic ideals. Whilst
the ERO was respected as an important establishment for scientific research and served as a
prominent contributor to the eugenics movement in the U.S., waning support in the late 1930s
led to its eventual demise, especially after Nazi Germany’s implementation of eugenics during
the Holocaust was made known to the public.

Eugenic Organizations
As eugenics became a commonly discussed topic and as its publications began to spread
globally, many in the United States found themselves agreeing and embracing eugenical notions.
This led to the establishment of various organizations such as the American Breeders
Association, The Race Betterment Foundation, The Galton Society, and the American Eugenics
Society. The American Breeders Association, founded in 1903, was one of the first organizations
in the U.S. to acknowledge the significance of Mendelian notions. Their magazine, American
Breeders, included portraits and biographies of Charles Darwin, Gregor Mendel, and Amos
Cruikshank and laid out the society’s aims by stating that “the objects of the American Breeders
Association are the advancement of the discovery of the basic facts concerning heredity, the
devising of new plans for creative breeding, and the organization of those projects which lead

13
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toward improved plants, animals and men.”15 The magazine also included detailed analysis of
charts following the heredity of feeble-mindedness in families. For example, in a chart tracing
one couple’s ancestry they concluded that “it shows a combination of alcoholism and mental
defect in the ancestry of the parents, resulting in alcoholism on the one side and direct feeblemindedness with alcoholism on the other.”16 By 1914, the organization had changed its name to
the American Genetic Association, and the magazine was renamed The Journal of Heredity,
which still publishes issues today. The Race Betterment Foundation, founded by John Kellogg,
creator of Kellogg cereal, was established in 1911 in Michigan to promote race betterment by
sponsoring national conferences along with the creation of a eugenics registry in conjunction
with the Eugenics Record Office. The publications put forth by these organizations helped to
legitimize eugenics as a scientific and social necessity, enabling the public to easily embrace its
ideals.
Out of all these organizations, the Galton Society of America, established in 1918, was
the most exclusive. In order to be accepted as a member, individuals had to be reviewed carefully
by board members and elected into the society. It was founded by Charles Davenport, Madison
Grant, and Henry Fairfield Osborn – all considered leaders of the eugenics movement. Prominent
members such as John C Merriam, director of the Rockefeller Foundation, Lothrop Stoddard, a
notable Nordicist, and Harry Laughlin, director of the Eugenics Record Office also joined the
Galton Society. Meetings were held at the American Museum of Natural History in New York
where they discussed racial anthropology, planned the promotion of sterilization programs for
races they considered inferior and individuals they deemed unfit for society, along with lobbying
for heavy immigration restriction and anti-miscegenation laws.
In 1926, members from the Galton Society including Madison Grant and Harry Laughlin
founded the American Eugenics Society, which aimed to popularize eugenics ideals to the
American public through education and the organization of state fairs. The organization held
lectures for the public to educate them on eugenic health, encouraging them to embrace a
eugenic mindset for the betterment of society. Through these lectures, eugenic discourse was
made a topic of vital importance amongst the public. In an effort to showcase and popularize
eugenics, the society organized contests such as the Fitter Family contest at state fairs all over
the country, encouraging families to participate in order to win a medal. Participants were
required to undergo a medical examination, an intelligence test, and had their ancestral history
analyzed carefully. The society hoped it would fuel interest in maintaining a certain hereditary
and genetic quality through the generations. Eugenics exhibits were also stationed at state fairs
across the country, with statements such as, “How long are we Americans to be so careful for the
pedigree of our pigs and chickens and cattle, and then leave the ancestry of our children to
chance, or to ‘blind’ sentiment?”17 in large capital letters alongside diagrams of examples
showing the “tainting” of a family by abnormal traits passed down by heredity. Fair-goers were
also bombarded with proclamations such as “If all marriages were eugenic we could breed out
most of this unfitness in three generations. You can improve your education. And even change
your environment; but what you really are was all settled when your parents were born. Selected
15
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parents will have better children. This is the great aim of eugenics.”18 These exhibits aimed to
scare the public into believing that traits such as “feeblemindedness,” alcoholism, insanity and
even criminality were heritable and would lead to the downfall of society, therefore leaving
eugenics as the only option for any hope in the future.
One state in particular caught the attention of the Eugenics Record Office: California,
which was upheld as a model state for its accomplishments in this field. California was the
second state to introduce eugenic laws in 1909, the first state being Indiana in 1907, where laws
were passed to legalize the sterilization of the “feeble-minded.” The compulsory sterilization law
allowed state officials to enforce sterilization on those they deemed unfit to propagate, such as
prisoners with criminal convictions, mentally ill patients in state psychiatric hospitals, and
individuals who they deemed generally unfit to breed. Under this law, forced castration was
made legal. In 1913 and 1917, the law was amended twice to direct the focus towards the
sterilization of patients in insane asylums rather than forced castration of prisoners. By 1951, the
law was changed to limit the allowance of forced sterilization, but the eugenics movement had
already earned a bad reputation primarily due to the unveiling of the horrific acts of genocide by
the Nazis in World War II.
One notable leader of the eugenics movement in California was Paul Popenoe. Popenoe
was raised in California, went to college at Occidental College and Stanford University, and was
also the editor of the Journal of Heredity in Washington, D.C. in 1913. He returned to California
to continue studying heredity and eugenics, publishing books on family life and reproduction
including Problems of Human Reproduction, Sterilization for Human Betterment and The
Child’s Heredity. In 1929, Popenoe co-authored a book with E.S. Gosney, a wealthy fellow
eugenicist, titled Sterilization for Human Betterment: A Summary of Results of 6,000 Operations
in California, 1909 – 1929. This work analyzed statistics on the number of sterilizations held in
California, including sections on the details of the operation, effects on sexual life, the attitude of
patients and their relatives, and the effect on the life of the sterilized patient. In regard to
California’s involvement with eugenics, Popenoe stated,
“A score of years have passed since the first sterilization laws were adopted.
Thinking people are asking, what have been the actual results of human sterilization?
Here in California is the one place where these results have been clearly ascertained. No
fewer than 6,255 sterilizations had been performed prior to January 1, 1929, in the
institutions of this state – practically three times as many official sterilizations as had
been performed in all the rest of the United States.”19
The mindset of several eugenicists can also be seen echoed in the proclamation that “eugenic
sterilization of the hereditary defective is a protection, not a penalty, and should never be made a
part of any penal statute.”20

18
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This attitude of protection for the future of humankind was widespread and
overwhelming, leading the majority of supporters for eugenics to overlook the consequences of
eugenic. In the 1907 book Eugenics: The Science of Being Wellborn or Highborn, published by
the Eugenics Association of California, a section titled “Constitution of the Eugenics Association
of California” highlighted the movement’s main goal with the statement, “having in mind an
ideal state of society, in which perfect human beings shall be developed, we hereby organize
together for the attainment of that high standard.”21
Another significant contributor to the spread of eugenics in California was the Southern
and Northern California Branches of the American Eugenics Society, which was seen clearly in
their newsletters. In a November 1934 issue distributed by the Southern California Branch titled
“Major Eugenical Proposals – Adopted by the National American Eugenics Society in 1931,”
specific goals are laid out: “promote the inclusion of eugenics as an integral part of various
appropriate courses throughout the SCHOOL SYSTEM, in the elementary grades and high
schools as well as the encouragement of special courses in eugenics in colleges and universities,”
“dissemination of POPULAR EDUCATION concerning established facts of eugenics by means
of: (1) the general press, (2) lecturers, (3) exhibits, (4) pamphlets, books, etc.” 22 In relation to
parenthood, it promoted “ENCOURAGEMENT OF PARENTHOOD among those richly
endowed with hereditary traits of demonstrated desirability.” They also clearly discouraged those
they deem “unfit” to breed, aiming for the “prevention of the procreation of persons socially
inadequate because of defective inheritance, by encouraging the passage of scientifically sound
laws for the EUGENICAL STERILIZATION – on a selective basis – of certain potential parents
carrying degenerate hereditary qualities. This referred chiefly to the hereditarily feeble-minded,
insane and epileptic.”23 The racial aspect is also reflected: “IMMIGRATION REGULATION
according to the recommendations of the Committee on Selective Immigration, including the
quota system, National Origins, increase of immigration service appropriations, and further
selective provisions for intending emigrants based on knowledge of their heredity.” It also
included specific methods to “foster eugenical content in LAWS RELATING TO MARRIAGE,”
by suggesting that a prerequisite to obtaining a marriage license should be to provide
certification that the participants do not have hereditary defects such as “feeble-mindedness,
insanity, epilepsy, etc.”24 In regard to birth control, they explain its importance by “the diffusion
of CONTRACEPTIVE INFORMATION by authorized physicians particularly through public
clinics, so that the masses may be provided with the means of conscious control now exercised
by the more favored classes.”25
The same issue included an announcement that a German eugenics exhibit was being
held in the basement of the L.A. County Museum in Exposition Park in 1934, detailing: “it
portrays the general eugenics program of the Nazi government, giving special attention to the
need for sterilization. Those who have seen this exhibit say it is the finest thing of the kind that
has ever been. Take the opportunity to see this while it is in Los Angeles. Tell your friends about
21
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it.”26 This casual announcement exemplifies the attitude many Americans held towards Nazi
eugenics, regarding sterilization as a necessity. Within a 1935 newsletter, a section titled “A Law
that should be Repealed” which discusses Section 645 of the Penal Code, that states a man
convicted of rape should be “in addition to such other punishment or confinement as may be
imposed, direct an operation to be performed upon such person, for the prevention of
procreation.”27 This newsletter argued that this was unconstitutional as it did not directly state
what operation should be performed, therefore it created confusion between the terms
sterilization and castration. It is evident that eugenic issues played a role in political matters.
In another issue from 1935, upcoming lectures are listed with titles such as, “Racial
Intermarriage,” “The Menace of Decadence,” and “Eugenics and the Family.” Lecturers included
Dr. Frederick P. Woellner of UCLA’s “Interpretation of “The Eugenic Basis of Civilization,”
who developed his theme from Plato’s pronouncement that in order to have a good state, there
must be good men.”28 This lecture also included a footnote at the bottom by Dr. James H.S.
Bossard of the University of Pennsylvania claiming that families on relief have had birthrates
higher than 60% of families not on relief, which poses as a “triple threat to the advance of
civilization, obviously a financial threat, it threatens the character of those who are not only
living but propagating, at public expense; it threatens the quality of population.” 29 The
association between being on relief with degenerate traits further reinforces the theory of Social
Darwinism within the eugenics movement.
The evidence provided in these newsletters by the Southern California Branch of the
American Eugenics Society from 1934 – 1935 afforded strong enthusiasm and support for the
eugenics movement as they sought to expand their reach through public lectures on eugenics,
suggesting repeals to certain laws, and promoting eugenical programs to the public. From the
sheer number of sterilizations performed in California, it is evident that a majority of constituents
and the population embraced eugenics, allowing eugenic ideals to promulgate and remain
uncontested until after World War II.

The Birth Control Movement
From its formation in the early 1900s, advocates of the birth control movement sought to
legitimize their cause by gaining the support of eugenicists, as the eugenics movement had
already amassed considerable popularity in the U.S. The concept of social regulation through the
implementation of both birth control and sterilization was closely associated. However, the
attempted integration of these two campaigns posed a great difficulty. Many eugenicists were
hesitant to support the birth control movement due to its ties to feminism, as they did not wish to
affirm that a woman’s sole duty was to herself, and not to the state. Additionally, the desire to
promote the birth control movement by associating with the eugenics movement was hindered as
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many birth control advocates harbored their own doubts about eugenics, such as its seemingly
impractical methods of sterilization and marriage regulations.
In a publication from the Human Betterment Foundation, the distinctions between
sterilization and contraception are continually emphasized. The major differences included:
sterilization is applied and contraception is voluntary, sterilization is irreversible and
contraception is not permanent, the success rate of sterilization compared to contraception, and
the fact that sterilization involves the responsibility of society as a whole, whereas the individual
alone was responsible for contraception. The contrast between these two notions is explained by
the statement, “each measure has its place in modern society, but these places are not the same.
In practice they apply to different classes of people and for different reasons. They should not be
considered merely parts of one program. The interested of each will be promoted by frank
recognition of its own limitations, and of these distinctions.”30 Despite their differences, birth
control advocates acknowledged the similarities that the eugenics movement had in terms of
objectives. In a 1933 issue of the journal, Birth Control Review provided its mission statement:
“to promote eugenic birth selection throughout the United States so that there may be more well
born and fewer ill born children – a stronger, healthier and more intelligent race.”31
Margaret Sanger, a prominent advocate of the Birth Control movement, was also a
supporter of several eugenic notions. She appealed to eugenicists regarding the importance of
birth control by insisting that the combination of both birth control and eugenics methods was
the only way to create a better race of humans. Sanger wrote many articles on birth control and
eugenics in her own publication, The Birth Control Review, which she founded in 1917. The
review was handed over to the American Birth Control league in 1928. In an article titled “Birth
Control and Racial Betterment,” Sanger criticized several methods of eugenicists, claiming its
ineffectiveness if implemented without the conjunction of birth control “eugenics without Birth
Control seems to us a house builded upon the sands.” It is clear that Sanger viewed birth control
as an essential tool for the eugenics movement which, without it, would not exist. She insisted
upon the critical role of birth control within eugenics, stating, “before eugenists and others who
are laboring for racial betterment can succeed, they must first clear the way for Birth Control.
Like the advocates of Birth Control, the eugenists, for instance, are seeking to assist the race
toward the elimination of the unfit. Both are seeking a single end but they lay emphasis upon
different methods.” Sanger continued to list methods of the eugenics movement such as the
encouragement of mating healthy couples and the sterilization of the unfit, endorsing the latter
by stating, “I personally believe in the sterilization of the feeble-minded, the insane and the
syphilitic.” However, she also emphasized its ineffectiveness and instead argued for more
realistic strategies and to “lay all our emphasis upon stopping not only the reproduction of the
unfit but upon stopping all reproduction when there is not economic mean of providing proper
care for those who are born unhealthy.” She also expressed her feminist views which were in
direct opposition to eugenicists, stating that “eugenists imply or insist that a woman’s first duty is
to the state, we contend that her duty to herself is her first duty to the state.”32
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A later issue of the Birth Control Review featured Sanger’s article “The Eugenic Value of
Birth Control Propaganda,” which echoed similar sentiments on the relationship between birth
control and the eugenics movement, claiming that “the campaign for Birth Control is not merely
of eugenic value but is practically identical in ideal with the final aims of Eugenics.” She
asserted that complete responsibility should be placed on potential parents and that they should
be allowed control over their own reproduction, therefore, widespread and extensive education
should be implemented for these means. She criticized the eugenics movement of having “an
idealistic code of sexual ethics, imposed from above, a set of rules devised by high minded
theorists who fail to take into account the living conditions and desired of the submerged masses,
can never be of the slightest value in effect any changes in the mores of the people.” This
opinion was not unfounded, as sexism and elitism was seemingly embedded in the eugenics
movement. Sanger claimed that practical education in birth control would enable eugenicists to
“kindle the spark, to direct a thorough education in Eugenics based upon this intense interest,
Birth Control propaganda is thus the entering wedge for the Eugenic educator.” 33 In 1922,
Sanger published The Pivot of Civilization, amongst her other books such as What Every Mother
Should Know, Woman and the New Race, and My Fight for Birth Control, in which she
discussed her views on marriage and family, motherhood, feminism and the benefits of birth
control. In The Pivot of Civilization, Sanger described birth control as “really the greatest and
most truly eugenic method, and its adoption as part of the program of Eugenics would
immediately give a concrete and realistic power to that science. As a matter of fact, Birth Control
has been accepted by the clearest thinking and far seeing of the Eugenicists themselves as the
most constructive and necessary of the means to racial health.”34 It is evident that Sanger worked
tirelessly to persuade eugenicists to embrace birth control as a vital tool for the eugenics
movement.
William J. Robinson was a prominent physician and sexologist who also advocated for
birth control. In Robinson’s 1916 book, Fewer and Better Babies: Birth Control or The
Limitation of Offspring by Prevenception, each chapter titled as arguments against birth control
such as: “it is immoral” “it produces sterility” “it is against religion,” which he refutes profusely.
In a chapter titled “The Enormous Benefits of Prevention of Conception From the Eugenic
Standpoint,” he discussed his views on eugenic methods such as the sterilization of the unfit,
stating “we know perfectly well that there are people whom it is a crime to permit to bring
children into the world. About the unquestionably insane, imbeciles, morons, and perverts, we
need not worry in this respect. Society will have to take care of them by sterilizing them or
segregating them.” It is evident that Robinson was in agreement with eugenicists in regard to the
forced sterilization of the unfit, as he deemed them unable to make the rational decision on
whether or not to breed. However, he disagreed with them on other eugenic methods such as
implementing marriage regulations, claiming that “if you raise the barriers for entering
matrimony too high, if you make your requirements for a marriage certificate too rigid, those
people will be sure to enter into illicit unions, and this means an enormous increase in prostitute
and illegitimacy, two undoubted evils. But teach those people the proper means of prevention of
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conception and the problem is solved.”35 Similar to Sanger, Robinson emphasized the
impracticality of certain eugenic methods. Clearly, internal dissent within the eugenics
movement existed, but the majority was in agreement with its larger goals. In Robinson’s 1917
book, Eugenics, Marriage and Birth Control: Practical Eugenics, he asserted that
“the greatest and most important measure, ...for the betterment of the human race
is the universal, which, however, does not mean indiscriminate, dissemination of the
knowledge of the proper measures for the prevention of conception….It is as important
from an economic as from a eugenic standpoint, and this knowledge universally
disseminated would to a great extent, tho of course not entirely, render many other
measures superfluous.”36
It is evident from this statement that Robinson viewed other eugenic methods as unnecessary if
the implementation of birth control was completely incorporated within society.
Havelock Ellis, a notable English physician and an expert on human sexuality who served
as president of the Eugenic Society, was one of few eugenicists who supported the Birth Control
movement in conjunction with the eugenics movement. Ellis published articles in Sanger’s Birth
Control Review, and The Eugenics Review, in which he voiced his support for unity between the
two movements. In an article titled, “Birth Control and Eugenics,” Ellis introduced three
measures that he believed would spur eugenic growth amongst societies: “1. By increasing and
promoting the knowledge of the laws of heredity, 2. By popularizing a knowledge of the
methods of birth-control, and 3. By acting in accordance with our knowledge.”37 His explanation
for the lack of eugenicists proclaiming their support for birth control was that although “they
recognize that the prevention of conception, by itself, however beneficial it may be in improving
social conditions, has no necessary improving effect on the race, and may even act in the reverse
direction.” From this statement, it is clear that the notion of racial betterment was upheld as a
large focus of the eugenics movement, whilst the birth control movement focused mainly on the
limitation of offspring due to economic and social reasons. He also acknowledges the
impracticality of “hasty eugenic legislation and the legal regulation of marriage,” rendering them
useless in comparison to birth control as “an invaluable instrument, not merely for immediate
social betterment, but for the elevation of the race, is tacitly admitted to-day by nearly all
thoughtful eugenists, though they often refrain from emphasizing the fact.” Similar to Robinson,
Ellis attempted to highlight the impracticality of eugenic methods, stating that imposing rules
such as abstinence from sex and marriage regulations would only be a deterrent to the cause.
However, birth control places the responsibility into the hands of the public, which is “the key to
the eugenic position.”38

35

William J. Robinson, M.D., Fewer and Better Babies: Birth Control or The Limitation of Offspring by
Prevenception (New York: The Critic and The Guide Co., 1916), 124, 125.
36 William J. Robinson, M.D., Eugenics, Marriage and Birth Control: Practical Eugenics (New York: The Critic
and Guide Co., 1917), 16.
37 Havelock Ellis, “Birth Control and Eugenics,” The Eugenics Review Vol. 9 No. 1 (1917), 37, 38, 40.
38 Havelock Ellis, “Birth Control and Eugenics,” The Eugenics Review Vol. 9 No. 1, 1917, 35.

Published by Chapman University Digital Commons, 2019

13

Voces Novae, Vol. 11 [2019], Art. 3

Drawing upon these publications by Sanger, Robinson, and Ellis, it is evident that
eugenicists and birth control advocates seemed to strive towards the same objective: the
betterment of society, but due to differing priorities on racial and social principles, combined
with an insistence on pursuing drastically different methods to accomplish it, the unification of
the two movements was ultimately unsuccessful.

The Threat of Miscegenation
As the eugenics movement prospered in the early twentieth century, its racial ideology
developed through arguments supported by Social Darwinism. Concepts such as Nativism and
Nordicism were introduced by racial theorist William Z. Ripley who proposed the
hierarchization of the different races in his book, The Races of Europe: A Sociological Study.
Such a hierarchy was eventually developed by Madison Grant, a prominent zoologist and
eugenicist, and fleshed out into the theory of a master race – the Nordics, in his infamous book,
The Passing of the Great Race. The notion of a master race was eagerly embraced by Nazi
Germany, which named it Aryanism. The Galton Society of America advocated fiercely for the
notion of Nordicism; applicants were required to prove their Anglo-Saxon ancestry in order to be
accepted into the organization. Many eugenicists campaigned against miscegenation, the mixing
of races, in order to prevent the degeneration of the superior race (white and Anglo-Saxon), and
were largely responsible for laws such as Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act of 1924, which
prohibited interracial marriage and introduced strict regulations for how an individual was to be
racially classified.
The notion of racial traits and heredity being interconnected can be traced back to the late
nineteenth century. In an open letter published in the 1893 Virginia Medical Monthly, Hunter
Holmes McGuire, President of the American Medical Association, asked for “some scientific
explanation of the sexual perversion in the negro of the present day.” In response, Frank
Lydston, a Chicago physician, stated that “African-American men rape white women because of
hereditary influences descending from the uncivilized ancestors of our negroes.” He continued to
suggest that “surgical castration would prevent the criminal from perpetuating his crime.”39 This
proposition was eventually executed in the form of sterilization laws beginning in 1907 in the
state of Indiana, followed by California in 1909.
This threat of miscegenation was further propagated by organizations such as the Klu
Klux Klan with its desire to keep white women ‘safe’ from black men. As a member of the Ku
Klux Klan, Lothrop Stoddard’s works were praised and incorporated into the organization’s
framework. His books such as The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy and
The Revolt Against Civilization, in which he advocated for white supremacy and the
establishment of a racial hierarchy through anti-miscegenation measures, were also highly
influential in the eugenics movement. He claimed that “even under the most favorable
circumstances, we are in for generations of racial readjustment – an immense travail, essentially
needless, since the final product will probably not measure up to the colonial standard. We will
39Hunter
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probably never (unless we adopt positive eugenic measures) be the race we might have been if
America had been reserved for the descendants of the picked Nordics of colonial times.”40
Stoddard’s references to colonial standards are repeated throughout his books, in which he
describes the “old ‘Native American stock” as originally from northern Europe, and claimed that
they were “favorably selected as it was from the races of northern Europe, is the most superior
element in the American population.” He also stated that “the negroes are inferior to all other
elements.”41 Stoddard emphasized the threat of minorities, calling them the “Under-Man” and
proclaimed that “when the character of superiority becomes supremely manifest, the cry for
levelling ‘equality’ rises supremely shrill. The Under-Man revolts against progress! Nature
herself having decreed him uncivilizable, the Under-Man declares war on civilization.”42 This
fear of the “inferior races” was felt by many eugenicists during the early twentieth century,
including a majority of the Nazi sympathizing population. Stoddard’s notion of an “Under-Man”
was strikingly similar to the Nazi’s categorization of “untermensch” meaning subhuman to
describe “inferior” races, and “übermensch” meaning superhuman to describe the “superior”
Aryan race. This racist ideology became fundamental to their goals.
Another example of white supremacist literature can be seen in Madison Grant’s 1915
work, The Passing of the Great Race, which was instrumental in the construction of scientific
racism and Nordicism. The fear of race degeneration was emphasized throughout his book, with
statements such as, “the cross between a white man and an Indian is an Indian; the cross between
a white man and a negro is a negro… When it becomes thoroughly understood that the children
of mixed marriages between contrasted races belong to the lower type, the importance of
transmitting in unimpaired purity the blood inheritance of ages will be appreciated at its full
value.”43 It is clear that Grant regarded miscegenation as a threat to the “purity” of future
generations. He also fervently opposed the concept of America as a melting pot, claiming that “if
the melting pot is allowed to boil without control and we continue to follow our national motto
and deliberately blind ourselves to ‘all distinctions of race, creed, or color,’ the type of Native
American of colonial descent will become as extinct as the Athenian of the age of Pericles and
the Vikings of the days of Rollo.”44 It is evident that Grant’s aim was to instill fear toward
miscegenation and immigration from the “wrong” countries, and promoted white supremacy as a
solution.
Apprehensions about America as a “melting pot” were echoed in S.K. Humphrey’s 1917
article, “Mankind: Racial Values and the Racial Prospect,” with the claim that
“our melting-pot would not give us in a thousand years what enthusiasts expect of
it – a fusing of all our various racial elements into a new type which shall be the true
40
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American. It will give us for many generations a perplexing diversity in ancestry, and
since our successors must reach back into their ancestry for characteristics, this diversity
will increase the uncertainty of their inheritances. They will inherit no stable blended
character, because there is no such thing.”45
Humphrey emphasized that the idealistic vision of a “melting pot” was ultimately doomed and
should not be embraced. To eugenicists, the notion of mixed races seemed detrimental to society,
and in order to prevent this, they sought to issue political barriers such as Virginia’s Racial
Integrity Act.
In an issue of The Journal of Heredity titled “Immigration Restriction and World Eugenics,”
Prescott Hall argued for the breeding of the fittest based on their race, claiming that
“this result is not merely a selfish benefit to the higher races, but a good to the
world as a whole. The object is to produce the greatest number of those fittest not ‘for
survival’ merely, but fittest for all purposes. The lower types among men progress, so far
as their racial inheritance allows them to, chiefly by imitation and emulation. The
presence of the highest development and the highest institutions among any race is a
distinct benefit to all others. It is a gift of psychological environment to any one capable
of appreciation.”46
The notion of racial inheritance as critical to the construction of a better world was embraced by
many eugenicists as fact.
The dangers of race-mixing were further promulgated by Earnest Sevier Cox, a white
supremacist who followed Grant’s work closely, in his own book White America: The American
Racial Problem as Seen in a Worldwide Perspective. The chapters of this book included titles
such as: “Civilizations that have Perished through Contact with Colored Races: Egypt, India,
South Africa, etc,” and, “The Civilization that has Survived Contact with Colored Races: The
United States.” Cox describes the “survival” of Caucasians from the South, stating that “while
the purity of the white race has been the national ideal throughout American history, it is not the
nation as a whole, but that part of the nation in immediate contact with the Negro that has been
submitted to a rigid test of this ideal. The South emerges from three hundred years of immediate
contact with the Negro and is white. This is the greatest miracle in the record of the contact of
races.”47 Cox accredits this to the strict establishment of the “color line” - the avoidance of
miscegenation, and concludes that “the nation should realize this and should be led to understand
that the permanency of the Caucasian race and its institutions depends upon measures taken in
the next few decades.”48 This proposal soon became reality with Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act
of 1924. Cox collaborated with John Powell, fellow founder of the Anglo-Saxon Clubs of
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America, which has been described as “an elitist version of the Ku Klux Klan,”49 and Walter
Plecker, registrar at the Bureau of Vital Statistics of the Virginia Board of Health to pass this
law. Racial integrity laws aimed to protect the “purity” of “whiteness” and forbid interracial
marriages, by enforcing stricter regulations on how an individual was to be defined by race. In a
Virginia Health Bulletin from 1924, it is instructed that “as color is the most important feature of
this form of registration, the local registrar must be sure there is no trace of colored blood in
anyone offering to register as a white person.”50 Clearly, strict protocol was enforced in order to
maintain Virginia’s racial integrity, and in the following years, similar laws emerged in order to
preserve the social and racial integrity of the United States.
Although the eugenics movement was primarily focused on the propagation of the fit and
the elimination of the unfit due to mental and physical traits, it is clear that many eugenicists
were also concerned with miscegenation, regarding it as a threat to the white “master race,” and
worked to establish strict anti-miscegenation laws

Immigration and Sterilization Laws
Due to this fear of miscegenation, eugenicists focused on strengthening national
immigration laws. Harry H. Laughlin was an ardent supporter of immigration restriction and
pushed this agenda to the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Immigration and
Naturalization, arguing that based on the increasing number of immigrants who were in prisons
and reformatories, America’s heredity was being contaminated. Laughlin was selected as
“Expert Eugenics Agent” for the committee, through which he secured the successful passage of
the Johnson-Reed Immigration Restriction Act of 1924, which established immigration quotas,
reducing foreign immigration from certain countries. One of Laughlin’s main arguments, based
off of his research on surveys of the foreign-born population, claimed that foreign-born
immigrants held lower intelligence rates and traits of social inadequacy. In Figure III: “Estimate
of Comparative Natural Intelligence of the Total White and Foreign-Born Population of the
United States,” it is apparent that researchers concluded that the majority of foreign-born white
population possessed inferior intelligence. In the rough estimates given, they attributed 30% of
the foreign-born white population with an “inferior intelligence grade” in contrast to the white
population’s 17%. Additionally, they assigned 3,325,435 individuals from the white population
to have a “very superior intelligence grade,” whereas only 153,128 individuals from the foreignborn population were offered the same designation.
Laughlin’s aim was clearly stated in his report on immigration control: “if the
immigration law excluded all who are not intellectually normal and if it were scrupulously
executed the large amount of delinquency, crime, mental deficiency and intellectual
subnormality would be circumvented. A higher immigrant type would eventuate in a better
49
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socio-psychological adjustment of the masses.”51 In Figure IV “Relative Social Inadequacy of
the Several Nativity Groups and Immigrant Races in the United States,” the bias towards nations
such as Switzerland, Germany, Great Britain and Scandinavia among others is evidenced by their
lower percentages of “social inadequacy.” However, nations such as Mexico, Ireland, Spain and
Serbia are shown to have up to 300% of individuals with “social inadequacy,” showing a clear
prejudice towards those immigrant groups. In one of Laughlin’s testimonies to the House
Committee, he asserted that “in our immigration law and practice, deportation is the last line of
defense against contamination of American family stocks by alien hereditary degeneracy. The
first line of defense is the attempt to exclude certain types and classes of antisocial, and
otherwise undesirable persons, from admission into the United States.”52 The implementation of
this “line of defense” is apparent in Figure VI, which details the immigration quota of different
countries. For countries such as Germany and Great Britain, the annual quota was as high as
67,607 and 77,342, whereas Egypt and Africa had annual quotas of 18 and 104 respectively.
In addition to immigration laws, eugenicists were largely concerned with enforcing
sterilization through legislative measures. Indiana became the first state to enact its own
sterilization law in 1907, followed by Washington, California, and many more. By 1939, twentynine states had introduced eugenic sterilization laws. Paul Popenoe, prominent California
eugenicist, argued that the notion of sterilization was not new:
“In 1880 an American, during a Cesarean operation, tied the (Fallopian) tubes to
prevent possibility of future conception; in 1891 a Frenchman combined these two
operations by tying and cutting the tubes, thereby introduced the method of sterilization
which is now standard, In 1897 a German took up the operation as a means, not merely of
preventing further Cesarean sections, but of sterilizing a woman who for any reason
ought not to bear more children.”53
In Figures V and VIII: “Operations for Eugenic Sterilization Performed in State Institutions
Under State Laws up to January 1, 1933,” “Cumulative Record of Operations for Eugenical
Sterilization in the United States from 1907 – 1935” the drastic increase of such operations can
be distinctly seen. It is important to note the difference in sterilization numbers between
California and New York as seen in Figure VI – although New York was the most populous state
at the time with a larger percentage of immigrants, they had significantly less sterilizations than
California. Hence, the frequency of such operations was not based on the size of the population
for the percentage of immigrants, but rather, was largely based on political decisions.
Harry H. Laughlin exerted heavy influence over the creation of sterilization laws in the
United States due to his authoring of a model eugenical sterilization law in 1914, which most
states based their laws on. Advocates of the American Eugenics Movement urged the public to
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embrace and support sterilization measures, claiming that the increased birth rates of the
“feebleminded” and mentally ill would become an intolerable social and economic burden on
society.
Laughlin’s Eugenical Sterilization in the United States was an extensive report into the
implementation of sterilization laws in different states, intentioned as an appeal to law-makers,
judges, and administrative officers to support eugenic sterilization. It also included Laughlin’s
analyses of detailed statistics regarding sterilization policies in different states, instructions for
how to determine if an individual was socially inadequate, descriptions and illustrations of
anatomical and surgical aspects of sterilization, and finally his model eugenical sterilization law.
In the fifteenth chapter, “Model Eugenical Sterilization Law,” Laughlin included his full text for
a model state law, including definitions of terms such as “socially inadequate person,” “socially
inadequate classes,” “heredity,” “cacogenic person,” and other eugenic terms. He also discussed
the importance of having a state eugenicist, an individual who was to be responsible for field
surveys and case-histories, among other duties. The main goal of the model state law was to
“prevent the procreation of persons socially inadequate from defective inheritance, by
authorizing and providing for the eugenical sterilization of certain potential parents carrying
degenerate hereditary qualities.”54 These principles would become integral to the construction of
sterilization laws in many states.
Another notable advocate for sterilization was B.A. Owens-Adair, an American
physician. Her book, Human Sterilization: Its Social and Legislative Aspects, aimed to secure a
federal sterilization law through detailed discussions on the pros and cons of sterilization as a
social remedy, the legal aspect of sterilization, and her analyses of sterilization legislation in
different states. Owens-Adair claimed that America was undeniably drifting towards degeneracy,
and that
“the most essential things of life are love and purity of body and mind. The first
step toward purification of our nation is to eradicate disease and degeneracy. For like the
vicious weeds that infest our lovely garden, they must be cut out root and branch or they
will soon possess and destroy us… By the protection of our unborn children through
purifications we can become the greatest country in the world.”55
This mindset of preserving the “garden” of humanity convinced many to welcome eugenic
legislation.
Buck V. Bell (1924) proved instrumental in the construction of sterilization laws for the
entire country as it was the first sterilization statute to be brought to the United States Supreme
Court that was ruled constitutional. Carrie Buck, a seventeen-year-old girl from Virginia, was
selected to be the first individual to be sterilized in that state. She was accused of being sexually
promiscuous for having a child before marriage, even though she had been raped, as well as
being morally delinquent and feebleminded. Doctors and expert witnesses testified against Buck
54
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and her family, claiming that the undesirable heritable traits should be eradicated by sterilization.
Buck was sterilized, and the case served as a model for Virginia’s Eugenical Sterilization Act of
1924, which led to the forced sterilization of 8,300 other individuals in Virginia. The influence of
the Supreme Court ruling in favor of eugenic ideas set a precedent that many states soon
followed.
The intricacies of eugenical sterilization can be seen in R. Eugene Brown’s report,
“Eugenical Sterilization in North Carolina: A Brief Survey of the Growth of Eugenical
Sterilization and a Report of the Work of the Eugenics Board of North Carolina.” It included
detailed charts on the number of eugenic sterilization operations in North Carolina, revealing the
distribution of sterilization cases with reference to mental defect, and divided by different
methods such as vasectomy and castration for men, and salpingectomy and ovariectomy for
women. In one particular chart, Figure IX, which recorded the ages of persons sterilized, in the
column “10-19” in which 87 total were sterilized, a note is included reading “of the 87 cases in
this group six were under 14, one at age 10, two at age 12, and three at age 13.” It also included
legal forms for doctors to provide to patients, with questions such as: “What is the attitude of
patient toward operation recommended?”56 Another example of active sterilization can be seen in
Figure VII: “Distribution of Sterilization Cases with Reference to Mental Defect, Origin of
Petition and Marital Status to June 30, 1935,” which reveals how they targeted individuals with
mental defects, sterilizing up to forty individuals diagnosed with epilepsy and twenty-six
individuals diagnosed with feeble-mindedness. Certain families were used as consistent
examples by Brown and other eugenicists to emphasize the type of individuals who should be
sterilized, such as the Kallikak family, the Juke family, who produced 1,200 “defectives” in six
generations, and the Nam family, ninety percent of which was classified feebleminded.
Organizations such as the Human Betterment Foundation aimed to educate the public on
eugenic sterilization laws, distributing pamphlets such as “Human Sterilization,” and “Human
Sterilization Today.” They aimed to reveal how “there is one outstanding, practical, humane
measure which, properly administered, will go far to change this trend toward human
deterioration. This measure is the sterilization, by a harmless surgical operation, of men and
women who are so seriously defective that, for the protection of themselves and their families, of
society and of posterity, they should not bear and rear children.”57 They emphasized that
sterilization should not be regarded as a punishment upon individuals, but rather a protective
measure against themselves, and therefore for the rest of society. This notion of protecting the
American public is repeated throughout, in conjunction with the claim that sterilization keeps
families together and lessens the economic and social strain on the general population. “Human
Sterilization Today,” focused on a case study of the first 10,000 insane and feebleminded
patients in California state institutions who were sterilized. The organization highlighted
throughout that sterilization was different than castration or asexualization as it did not “unsex”
the patient but was merely a means of preventing births. They also stressed that sterilization was
highly selective and that each individual case was judged carefully before the operation was
56
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carried out. They urged American citizens to recognize the serious threat of a rise in birth rates
among impoverished families, the mentally ill and feebleminded, which would undoubtedly lead
to an increased burden of taxation for all of society. Using the Buck V. Bell case as an example,
they aimed to demonstrate how compulsory sterilization was upheld as constitutional by the
Supreme Court of the United States, and therefore, was proven to be a legitimate measure
embraced by many states. Additionally, they claimed that sterilization enabled families to live a
carefree life without concern for producing defective offspring; therefore the approval rate
among relatives of patients was high. They also noted that compulsory sterilization “saved the
State of California in the cost of caring for its institutionalized feeble-minded and insane,
expenses estimated at more than $2,000,000 per year.”58
Nazi Germany was impressed by the successful implementation of sterilization laws in
the United States and eventually used Laughlin’s Model Sterilization Law to introduce their own
named “Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring” in 1933. Laughlin was also
awarded an honorary degree in 1936 by the University of Heidelberg for his work on eugenics
and sterilization regulations. It is clear that the American Eugenics Movement propelled
sterilization laws successfully in the late 1920s, only losing momentum in the late 1930s due to
its negative connections to Nazi Germany.

Eugenics in Nazi Germany
The eugenics movement in the United States caught the attention of several other nations
who were pursuing eugenic goals of their own, most notably Germany. From the early twentieth
century to the end of World War Two, American and German eugenicists established a close
partnership where they exchanged research on their scientific studies which delved into the
heredity of mental illnesses, the racial superiority of Aryans and other eugenic notions.
Organizations such as The Human Betterment Foundation and The American Eugenics Society
published articles in Eugenical News and the Journal of Heredity praising the achievements of
their Nazi colleagues, and went so far as to include the writings of German eugenicists. Adolf
Hitler himself observed and studied eugenic and immigration laws in the United States and
referred to them as the inspiration for the introduction of Nazi sterilization and immigration laws.
It is apparent that American eugenics played a crucial role in the construction of sterilization and
euthanasia policies in Nazi Germany.
Written by Madison Grant in 1918, The Passing of the Great advocated for the creation
of a eugenics program in America and presented a strong belief in the theory of Nordic
superiority. It was translated into German and became highly influential in Nazi Germany, even
prompting Hitler to write to Grant thanking him for the book and referred to it as his “bible.”
During the 1947 Nuremburg Trials, Grant’s book was used as evidence to justify that the policies
of Nazi Germany’s regime did not originate from their own country, nor was its notions
restricted to Germany. In Hitler’s Mein Kampf, it is evident that many of his ideas resembled
Grant’s own notions on race and eugenics. For example, in The Passing of the Great Race, Grant
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asserted that “speaking English, wearing good clothes and going to school and to church do not
transform a Negro into a white man. Nor was a Syrian or Egyptian freedman transformed into a
Roman by wearing a toga and applauding his favorite gladiator in the amphitheater.” 59 Similarly
in Mein Kampf, Hitler stated “but it is a scarcely conceivable fallacy of thought to believe that a
Negro or a Chinese, let us say, will turn into a German because he learns German and is willing
to speak the German language in the future and perhaps even give the vote to a German political
party.”60
Hitler also acknowledged the successful implementation of sterilization laws in the
United States, noting,
“There is only one state in which at least weak beginnings toward a better
conception [of immigration] are noticeable. Of course, it is not our model German
Republic, but the [United States], in which an effort is made to consult reactions at least
partially. By refusing immigrants on principle to elements in poor health, by simple
excluding certain races from naturalization, it professes in slow beginnings a view which
is peculiar to the People’s State.”61
After his rise to power as the Führer of Nazi Germany, the influence of Grant’s work and
American sterilization laws can be clearly seen in German sterilization and immigration laws. In
an issue of Eugenical News, this comparison is acknowledged, “doubtless the legislative and
court history of the experimental sterilization laws in 27 states of the American union provided
the experience which Germany used in writing her new national sterilization statute. To one
versed in the history of eugenical sterilization in America, the text of the German statute reads
almost like the American model sterilization law.”62 To American eugenicists, their effect on
German eugenics was clearly immense.
The influence of American sterilization laws on German sterilization laws was lauded by
many as an achievement. This can be seen in an annual report from the Human Betterment
Foundation, which cites a letter from Charles Goethe, founder of the Eugenics Society of
Northern California, praising Ezra Gosney:
“you will be interested to know that your work has played a powerful part in
shaping the opinions of the group of intellectuals who are behind Hitler in this epochmaking program. Everywhere I sensed that their opinions have been tremendously
stimulated by American thought, and particularly by the work of the Human Betterment
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Foundation. I want you, my dear friend, to carry this thought with you for the rest of your
life, that you have really jolted into action a great government of 60 million people.”63
As Edwin Black states, “during the Reich’s first ten years, eugenicists across America welcomed
Hitler’s plans as the logical fulfillment of their own decades of research and efforts. Indeed, they
were envious as Hitler rapidly began sterilization hundreds of thousands and systematically
eliminating non-Aryans from German society. This included the Jews.”64 Nazi Germany’s ability
to implement sterilization laws impressed many American eugenicists, which also stirred up
feelings of jealousy. In an article from the Richmond Times-Dispatch, Joseph DeJarnette,
director of the Western State Hospital and outspoken eugenicist, claimed that “the Germans are
beating us at our own game.”65 The rapid growth and implementation of sterilization laws in
Nazi Germany signaled the shift of power from America as the leading nation in eugenics to
Germany, and as Charles Goethe stated, “however much one abhors dictatorship, one is also
impressed that Germany, by sterilization, and by stimulating birthrates among the eugenically
high-powered, is gaining an advantage over us as to future leadership.”66 It is evident that
American and Nazi eugenicists collaborated closely on their eugenic objectives, but Hitler’s
dictatorship allowed Nazi eugenicists to advance further in their pursuit and enforcement of
widespread, obligatory sterilization laws, euthanasia policies, and eventually, the Final Solution.

Modern Genetics
Although the topic of eugenics is commonly regarded as a notion of the past, it can be
argued that the practice and ideology of eugenics still exists within the modern world. With the
development of certain scientific advancements, scientists now have the ability to directly
intervene and control human genetics. In 2003, the Human Genome Project was completed,
which identified and mapped out the estimated 30,000 genes in human DNA. Prenatal testing
currently allows parents to find out if their fetus has certain genetic disorders. More recently,
with the development of CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) –
a technique that uses the Cas9 enzyme to edit genes directly, ethical concerns have been raised
about the potential threat that this technology could pose. One careless, irresponsible act might
lead to the opening of Pandora’s Box. If editing inheritable traits was to become the norm,
wouldn’t that eventually lead to some form of eugenics?
Historians Chloe Burke and Christopher Castaneda’s article titled “The Public and
Private History of Eugenics” discussed present-day advancements in technology and
“enthusiasm for research and application of genetic alteration to reduce the incidence of disease
63
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and to address social problems such as ‘pre-implantation genetic diagnosis’” which could be
regarded as “eugenic technology,” a form of modern eugenics that should be closely monitored
and carefully discussed before any further implementation.67 Although the potential for the
elimination of diseases seems promising for the future of mankind, many scientists recommend
that strict legal regulation be applied. On November 25th, 2018, Chinese scientist He Jiankui
claimed that his research team had been successful in the births of the first genetically modified
twin girls. Using CRISPR (clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats) technology,
Jiankui and his team carried out gene surgery and edited the CCR5 gene, essentially removing
the possibility of the twins developing HIV, which they had initially inherited from their HIV
positive father. Although Jiankui argued that this genetic editing technology should solely be
used as a means of protecting entire families from the risk of life-threatening diseases, he
received harsh backlash from many critics, who asserted that this experiment should raise
concerns based on scientific and ethical issues. By directly editing the human germline, these
changes would be passed down through future generations, and scientists argue that the current
research remains insufficient to determine the safety of such experiments. Another concern is the
potential for such editing to eventually lead to its misuse, prompting those who can afford it to
employ such technology for non-therapeutic, aesthetic and enhancement purposes. An alarming
issue that may stem from such misuse is the high possibility that such germline editing would
only be accessible to the wealthy elite, which may eventually lead to the creation of different
classes determined and separated based on the quality of their genetics. However, the potential
benefits of genetic research should not be dismissed due to the possibility of misuse – cures for
fatal heritable diseases would have far-reaching effects on the future of mankind.
To conclude, it should be crucial for historians to acknowledge their responsibility to
raise awareness on the history of eugenics and relate it to present day modern genetics in order to
prevent a future in which human embryos are freely manipulated without intelligent, moral
considerations. It is evident that the American public of the early 20th century required little
convincing to fully embrace eugenic beliefs. By targeting their hopes and fears, eugenicists were
able to persuade public and state officials to support immigration and sterilization laws, thereby
institutionalizing eugenics within the United States. The history of eugenics details the intention
of eliminating certain traits in individuals who have already been born, but with scientific
advancements such as genetic editing, the intent might become to rid individuals of certain
deemed traits before they are even brought into the world. Additionally, judging from historical
evidence, race played a major role in the motives behind many eugenic movements. Considering
today’s political climate in the United States, from stricter immigration laws to the heightened
levels of racial tension, it is not unreasonable to speculate that a potential scientific eradication of
a certain race through genetic editing might fall within the realm of possibility. Although it may
appear to the majority that eugenics can be considered an issue left in the past, if scientists are
not careful the path from today’s modern advancements may lead to an alarming misuse of
genetic editing, creating “GMO-Sapiens” and potentially altering the intended course of
mankind’s evolutionary progress for the future by changing the very fabric of human evolution.
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Figure III: Estimate of Comparative Natural Intelligence of the Total White and Foreign-Born
Population of the United States

Figure IV: Relative Social Inadequacy of the Several Nativity Groups and Immigrant Races in
the Unites States
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Figure V: Status of Immigration of Aliens into the United States under the per cent limit act of
May 19, 1921, to January 23, 1934, as extended by Public Resolution No. 55, Sixty-seventh
Congress, approved May 11, 1922.
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Figure VI:
Operations for Eugenic
Sterilization Performed in
State Institutions Under State
Laws up to January 1, 1933

Figure VII: Cumulative
Record of Operations for
Eugenical Sterilization in
the United States from
1907 – 1935

https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/vocesnovae/vol11/iss1/3

28

Lee: Engineering Mankind: The Sociopolitical Impact of Eugenics in America

Figure VIII: Age, Sex and Type of Operation of Persons Sterilized and Asexualized in North
Carolina to June 30, 1935.

Figure IX: Distribution of Sterilization Cases with Reference to Mental Defect, Origin of
Petition and Martial Status to June 30, 1935.
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